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Schelbert: Book Review: Überfahrten. Das Leben der Margaretha Reibold (1809-

Michael Gasser und Marianne Harri, eds., Oberfahrten. Das Leben

der Margaretha Reibold (1809-1893) in Brie/en. Ziirich: Chronos Verlag, 1999.
The publication of Margaretha Mezger Reibold is a most welcome addition to the growing
body of primary sources that highlight the migratory experiences of women. In a letter dated March
31, 1877, the historian, editor, and diplomat Heinrich Gelzer (1813-1889) of Basel had asked "his
beloved friend,,: "Write for me a survey of the course of your life, inner and outer experiences, in
the framework of six to seven letters,,(23). He labeled his proposal as "a Sunday task that I will
enjoy and that will be beneficial to you,, (23 ). He even suggested the main chapter titles: " 1 )
Childhood and Youth. in the Wiesli. 2) Hallau. First Marriage. 3) Widowhood. Second Marriage. 4)
America 5) Second Widowhood. Return. Children 6) Old Age [Lebensabend]" (24). Luckily Anna
Margaretha Mezger Reibold seems to have thoroughly enjoyed her task, and her letters contain
besides the story itself news about goings on in Schaffhausen and also passages of tender concern for
the well being of her busy friend whose occasional visits she deeply valued. In 28 installments written
between April 15, 1877 and September 11, 1879, she lovingly retraced the events of her life marked
by several moves, painful losses through death of loved ones, and also years of great happiness. At
times she expresses also her deep faith in God's providence and her submission to the destiny allotted
to her.
Born in 1809 as Margaretha Mezger on the homestead Wiesli near Schaffhausen, she grew up
in a rural world marked by the rhythm of the seasons, especially the sequence of ripening fruits from
cherries to grapes. As the daughter of a mild-mannered father and a more strict and apparently highstrung mother she developed into a sunny person filled with optimism and the ability to savor the
gifts of life. At age 18 Margaretha married the schoolteacher Adam Schlatter in Hallau. It was a
union of genuine_and unusual love. "The usual people reward one with what they do, the unusual
ones with what they are," Margaretha explained, "and for me my first husband was an unusual
person" (61). They had six children of whom, however, only two reached adulthood. Three died in
their first year, the son Christoph at age seven from diphtheria in 1834, the same year as her husband
Adam Schlatter died from typhus.
The widow first moved from Hallau to Schaffhausen, then to Zurich-Aussersihl in order to
open a boardinghouse. One of the boarders was the mechanic Johann Niklaus Reibold, a German
from the vicinity of Karlsruhe, who fell in love with the widow Margaretha. She herself was deeply
tom: On the one hand nobody could compare to Adam Schlatter, on the other she barely knew how
properly to take care of her children. In 1841 Margaretha married Niklaus Reibold and gradually
learned deeply to appreciate his full devotion to her and the children from her first marriage. "It was
his whole endeavor to make me happy," she declared (60). In 1847 the family decided to move to
Beiertheim near Karlsruhe where N. Reibold worked as a master smith in the machine factory of
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Kessler & Martiensen. When the 1848 revolution in Baden erupted, N. Reibold was "Heckerisch
gesinnt," (72) that is a follower of Friedrich Hecker (1811-1881) who fled to Switzerland, then to the
United States where in the American Civil War he rose to prominence as a regimental commander of
the North. In 1849 N. Reibold decided to emigrate to the United States in order to return after ten
years with some wealth. Margaretha decided to stay back with the children and explains with
admirable candor: "That I consented so easily and thoughtlessly was the innermost, selfish reason
that I would not have to have anymore children" (72). Four had been born to the union with
Reibold, Hermann (1841), Eduard (1845), Adelhaide (1847), and Georgine (1848).
First Reibold went to Louisville, KY, then moved away to northeastern Texas. In 1850
Margaretha decided to join him with the children in Louisville, yet was unable to find him. There her
daughter Louise married and moved to Menasha, WI, but Margaretha returned to Schaffhausen with
her children Eduard, Adelhaide, and Georgine. True· to his word, N. Reibold returned in 1859, yet
only to leave again for Jefferson, Texas, with Eduard, Adelhaide and a nephew and the niece Marie
Gubler. In 1860 Margaretha followed, only to find that Adelhaide had died "from homesickness",
and Marie Gubler was to follow her a few days after Margaretha's arrival. (132). Until the outbreak
of the war the family prospered, although malaria and the collapse of business due to war threatened
their well being. The following year 1861 Niklaus Reibold began to suffer from dropsy from which
he died age 54. The son Hermann had returned north to Chicago since he was for the Union. In 1862
Margaretha and he daughter Georgine decided also to leave for the North. They traveled via New
Orleans to New York, from there via Cleveland to Menasha on Lake Winnebago in Wisconsin where
Louise and her husband Wilhelm Bauer had a farm. In 1865 Margaretha and Georgine went to
Chicago to be near Hermann who lived there as a laborer. Yet Georgine fell ill the following year and
died from typhus at age 18. In 1867, therefore, Margaretha decided to return to Schaffbausen where
she lived for the next twenty-six years in relative peace.
The letters reveal a person of deep faith and of self-critical introspection who attempts to
assess people fairly. Descriptions of life in the country side, on board ocean-going ships, in cities like
Louisville and Chicago present a rich mosaic of a world vanished long ago. Happiness, blows of fate,
and human failings are described with a touch of kindness. The editors offer an informative
introduction, provide helpful, if sparse footnotes as well as a brief chronology and a genealogical
table. The book is attractively produced and represents a valuable addition to social and especially
also to migration history.
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